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THE NINTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

Which Way Are We Looking?
Deuteronomy 30:11-20; Matthew 24:1-14

It was a beautiful spring afternoon when we drove into Penn Valley Park
in Kansas City, Missouri, and up to the park’s highest point where the World
War I National Monument and Museum occupy a commanding position.  It is
an impressive memorial with its 217 foot tall Liberty Memorial Tower reaching
toward the sky and the museum located under underneath.

The Liberty Memorial was initiated in 1919 as a way of honoring the
men and women of Kansas City who had fought in World War I.  For years it
was a main attraction in the city until it fell into disrepair and was closed in
1994.  An effort to restore and expand the memorial began in 1998 and
resulted in the addition of the museum and a research center.  In 2004 it was
designated by Congress as the nation’s official World War I Memorial and
Museum.

When you enter the museum and head toward the exhibits, a
transparent floor takes you over a field of 9,000 red poppies, each one
representing 1,000 lives lost during the war.  There are videos available which
explain the causes and responses of World War I, the countries involved,
where and how the war was fought, and the people who were engaged in
warfare.  Weaponry, machinery, uniforms, equipment, maps, and other relics
of the war are on display as the stories of individual soldiers guide you
through the museum.  There are even recreations of the famed trenches that
defined much of the fighting that took place.  The museum is truly a tribute
and a study of this “War to end all wars,” as author H.G. Wells pegged it.

We know, of course, that neither that horrible war which took over nine
million lives or any other war has been able to end all war.  I thought of Jesus’
words to his disciples when they questioned his prediction that the temple in
Jerusalem would one day be destroyed and wars would continue.  You
probably remember them, too, but hear them again as told by Matthew in his
gospel:

As Jesus came out of the temple and was going away, his
disciples came to point out to him the buildings of the temple. 



Then he asked them, “You see all these, do you not?  Truly I tell
you, not one stone will be left here upon another; all will be thrown
down.”  When he was sitting on the Mount of Olives, the disciples
came to him privately, saying, “Tell us, when will this be, and what
will be the sign of your coming and of the end of the age?”

Jesus answered them, “Beware that no one leads you
astray.  For many will come in my name, saying, ‘I am the
Messiah!’ and they will lead many astray.  And you will hear of
wars and rumors of wars; see that you are not alarmed; for this
must take place, but the end is not yet.  For nation will rise
against nation, and kingdom against kingdom, and there will be
famines and earthquakes in various places: all this is but the
beginning of the birthpangs.  Then they will hand you over to be
tortured and will put you to death, and you will be hated by all
nations because of my name.  Then many will fall away, and they
will betray one another and hate one another.  And many false
prophets will arise and lead many astray.  And because of the
increase of lawlessness, the love of many will grow cold.  But the
one who endures to the end will be saved.  And this good news
of the kingdom will be proclaimed throughout the world, as a
testimony to all the nations; and then the end will come.”

Matthew 24:1-14

I remember reading those words years ago as our soldiers returned
home from the Vietnam War and thinking, “Can we go through something like
this again?”  Yet, we seem to be engaged in war or on the verge of war all the
time.  Certainly the current war in Ukraine and all of the other conflicts going
on in the world remind us that Jesus was right, but that is not a happy reality,
is it?

The overall purpose of the World War I memorial is not to
commemorate war, but to reinforce the values of peace and liberty.  To that
end, there is an important feature of the memorial that intends to rectify the
persistent problem or war, or any recurring problem, for that matter.  Facing
each other on opposite sides of the Liberty Memorial Tower, are two
enormous Assyrian Sphinxes.  One of the sphinxes faces east toward the
battlefields and cemeteries of Europe.  The other one faces west toward the
yet-unknown future.  My only disagreement with anything at this historic site
is the feature that each of the sphinxes shields its eyes, one from the horrors
of the battlefield and the other from the unknown future.
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I realized, standing between these two metaphors for living faithfully in
the world, that we always stand in that position.  We are always standing
between the past and the future, between what was and what is yet-to-be and
the direction we face will determine where we go in life.

The good thing, the hopeful thing, is that Jesus did not leave his
disciples hanging with that prophesy about wars and famines, earthquakes,
betrayals, false prophets and other terrible things that happened back then
and still happen today.  He did not leave them without hope.  Instead, he said
to them, “the one who endures to the end will be saved” (24:13).  I don’t think
Jesus was saying that the last man or woman standing will get the prize as
if merely enduring life is reward enough.  I think Jesus wanted them to know
that those who stick with it, who look back to see where they have been and
learn from it, and then look forward to find the best path ahead, will be the
ones who enjoy the goodness and grace God offer us.  That is true in war and
its aftermath.  It is true in everyday life.  It is certainly true in the life of faith
and the life of the Church, the body of Christ on earth.

I also think Jesus’ words are true for our congregation as we venture
into our Growing Together Toward a Bright Future initiative.  Our Strategic
Planning Team is working diligently to compile the thoughts you shared about
our future and shape them into workable strategies so we can find ways to
incorporate them into our life together.  It is an exciting time for our family of
faith.

It can also be an uncertain time.  We stand between a rich history of
ministry in this community and a future that is yet to unfold.  One of you might
win the lottery this week and, as you have promised, give all or a significant
portion of it to the church.  I hope that happens.  It has not so far!  Something
like that might happen or we might need to continue generously supporting
our ministries week by week and year after year just as we have for 67 years. 
The future has yet to unfold.

We may have a sudden influx of young families into the community and,
subsequently, into our church or we may have to continue encouraging young
people to return to church and help us find new ministries that fit their
interests and skills.  The future has yet to unfold.

Here we stand.  We can look back–and we should from time to time–to
the years when church involvement was not the challenge it is now.  Most of
us here today grew up in an era when attendance and participation in church
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activities were a given.  If we look back at those years too often, we are going
to be frustrated.  If we look forward, however, to what is yet unknown, then
there are no limitations to what might happen.  What fresh ideas might we
develop as a means of sharing the love of God in our neighborhood and
community?  What opportunities might be waiting for us to grab hold of them? 
Remember, we have done things in the past 66 years that our founding
fathers and mothers never considered.  We have constantly discovered new
needs or unique ways to meet persistent needs over the years.  We can
continue to do those things.  If this congregation is anything it is a fellowship
of creative, insightful, and committed people.  We have always found ways to
do what God calls us to do.  Tomorrow should be no different.

As God was reshaping the Hebrew people from the old way of slavery
which they had known for 400 years to a people called to be a blessing to the
entire world, God through Moses reminded them of some important things. 
First, God reminded them that what was being asked of them was not too
difficult, as they might want to complain.  “This commandment is not too hard
for you, neither is it far off,” Moses said.  “You can do this!” he reminded his
people.  “Think about everything you have already been through to get to
where you are now!”  I think God would say the same things to us today.

Moses also reminded the people of Israel that they had a choice: “I call
heaven and earth to witness against you today that I have set before you life
and death, blessings and curses.  Choose life so that you and your
descendants may live, loving the Lord your God, obeying him, and holding
fast to him; for that means life to you and length of days . . .” (Deuteronomy
30:19).  He encouraged them to think carefully about where they were looking
for the path ahead.  They chose life and blessings.  As a result, we are here
today.

We also have a choice.  We can choose life or death, blessings or
curses.  I suggest we choose life because that is what Jesus did when he
strode into the garden a few days after his crucifixion.  That is what his
disciples chose when they endured all of the challenges and hardships of
sharing the Gospel in those early days.  That is what believers have been
doing for two millennia when facing and overcoming just about any obstacle
that you can imagine in order to share the love of God in Jesus Christ.

Which way are we looking?  Are we focused only on the halcyon years
of Lakeside when it took little effort to get people to be involved and resources
were plentiful?  Are we only looking back on what God has done through us
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thus far?  Or are we looking directly into a yet unknown future, excited about
the possibilities before us, undaunted by the challenges we might encounter,
and committed to live out the Gospel in every way possible?  I hope we
choose well.  I pray we choose life and the calling God offers us for the days
ahead.  Let us look to the future where we will find Jesus well ahead of us and
waiting for us to catch up.  Let us choose life and the future calling of God. 
Amen.
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August 7, 2022 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

God of the circling years, because we have experienced your power and
care, we lift our voices and our hearts to you in worship and in praise,
knowing that our true help comes from you. We have seen your great works
in creation and have felt your transforming presence within us, and we are a
changed people because of your grace.  But we do not worship you simply
because of what you have done for us in the past, O Lord, but because you
alone are God and you have called us to be your people.

God of this very moment, because of your love and compassion for us,
our hearts are open to recognize the endless needs all around us.  We want
to respond to the distress of those who are suffering, but we feel
overwhelmed and inadequate.  Make us not indifferent to their pain but give
us hearts and hands open to share in it.  For those who are sick or grieving,
those who lack the basic necessities of life, those who lack peace, and
security, and hope, help us to demonstrate your love in tangible ways that will
encourage and sustain them through difficult circumstances and uncertain
days.

God of every day that is to come, in the midst of our brokenness--in our
world, in our relationships, in our minds and bodies, and in our own
hearts–you promise restoration and wholeness, if we will but trust in you. Only
you, O Lord,  can move among us so that nations and peoples can begin to
heal ancient divisions.  Only you can open our hearts to trust and respect one
another so that relationships can begin to mend.  Only you can touch the
scars from our past, the sting of wounds still open, and our fears about the
future which we carry deep in our souls so that we might know peace and
experience resurrection.  Quiet our restless spirits, O God, and teach us to
turn our hearts and our vision toward a future that is bright with hope and
brimming with possibility because you are a God who promises to make all
things new. As we gather around your table, nourish us by your Spirit and fill
us with a peace that can only be found by trusting in you.   

In the name of the One who came that we might have abundant and
joyful life now and hope for all our days to come, even Jesus Christ our Lord. 
Amen.  

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


